We review the promotion of electrical treatments by laypeople for neurological and other conditions in a largely rural period of United States history.
Self-treatment:
In early American, the public had long practiced medicine with home remedies and medical manuals.
Before the medical field was professionalized, healing was commonly a family or community activity.
1,2 People relied on self-care for many reasons, including money, convenience, personal beliefs, and the distance and difficulty of reaching the nearest doctor, which was often a serious consideration on the American frontier. 
Electricity as Medicine:
The idea of using electricity, generated by torpedo fish, to treat neurological and other medical disorders dates back to the Roman Empire, though it was not until the 1770s that the numbness and cramping induced by the fish were understood to be caused by electricity. 5 By the late 18 th century, advances in the understanding of electricity, combined with technological advances in electrical devices, made electrotherapy a real possibility. One of the new theories to gain a widespread following was that of "animal electricity," a term coined by Luigi Galvani to mean the electricity inherent in the nervous system of all animals, including humans, that was the "animating force" of life.
Galvani's theory came from his observations of movement in the legs of dead frogs using electrostatic charges, which he reported in 1791 ( Figure 1 ). 6 Pioneering electrical devices, such as the first electric generator, a rotating sulfur globe created by Otto von Guericke in 1663, the Leyden jar in 1746, and the Voltaic pile, created in 1800, stoked the public's enthusiasm for electricity and led to repeated efforts to find a medical application for these machines. 5, 6 . Gale theorized about how medical electricity worked, weaving together centuries-old humoralism with contemporary theories of nervous physiology. For Gale, electricity was a form of "ethereal fire" of the same kind that emanated from the sun, animating the whole universe. 8 Gale explained fever as a state of deficient nervous excitement, which was, ultimately, caused by deficient ethereal fire. Electricity "administered in form and quantity" could relieve Using electricity properly was one of Gale's primary concerns. Gale regretted that electricity had been used therapeutically before its nature and effects were better understood, despairing that these early attempts, which often failed, had clouded "the glory of this inestimable medicine." 8 Electrical treatments had been too strong, in Gale's view, and thus often caused a relapse. 8 The answer, he felt, was the use of lighter shocks and more patience, especially with palsies, which might take as much as six months of treatment to cure.
Even more than he wanted to encourage the proper use of medical electricity, Gale sought to put the resources of relief directly into the hands of the public with his book. An entrepreneur and an individualist operating in a time and a place ideally suited to his approach, Gale worked independently of any organization, choosing, instead, to directly give the public the means to heal. 6 Every man could truly be his own electric physician.
His instructions were simple and specific. For partial palsy, often resulting from stroke, Gale recommended 30 to 40 light shocks throughout the day for 15 to 30 days. 8 He instructed that recovery of voluntary motion was usually seen in the part of the body where the nerves "spring, or take their rise," and would then proceed to the extremities (Figure 2 ). Once this begins, the shocks were to be "passed from the origin of the nerves, in any particular part, to their termination." applied daily over the whole nervous system, wrote
Gale. He reported the case of a young girl who had suffered from it for many months, unable to climb stairs or speak clearly. After seeing one or two doctors to no benefit, her parents brought her to Gale, who gave her 15 light shocks over her entire body for ten days, after which she was entirely cured. 8 Epileptics, though not always cured, could always find relief with electricity. Gale reported that shocks could prevent seizures, or "fits," whenever symptoms began to appear. "It will also throw off the spasm, and bring any person out of paroxysm immediately, by passing a few shocks from hand to hand, through the breast, and from the sides of the neck, and from the top of the head, to the feet," said The do-it-yourself approach that Gale promoted was especially attractive in an early American republic with a strong anticentralist and anti-elitist bias. The intersection of a nascent medical system, a variety of local independent healing traditions, and a paucity of restrictions on who might practice medicine fostered a flourishing marketplace for both traditional and unorthodox medical therapies in the early United States.
The late 18 th and early 19 th centuries were also a time when medical practices and theories found themselves in flux, and the number of "nervous" disorders was perceived to be on the rise. 6 T. Gale offered himself as the nation's advance agent for electric medicine, 
